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Women have created alternative means of registering their own personal, as well as social,
collective memories and subjectivities in handcrafted, embroidered and other artisanal
technique female narratives. The 'embroidery community' of elderly women in the
Lagoinha Complex, a socially troubled urban area in Belo Horizonte, Brazil, has shown an
authentic resilient attitude against historical oppressions, such as discrimination related to
gender, ethnicity, education, social class, and ageism. This is a follow-up project from
"Lagoinha_Heritage Design Development" developed in 2018 and 2019, focused on raising
awareness and triggering discussions about the bonds established between design and
memory. It has brought to light the potential of the transformative and decolonizing praxis
in art and design teaching and learning process, research and outreach programs. It also
highlights the social, political and activist character of these interventions in order to
encourage communities to envisage and develop the necessary conditions for their wellbeing. Adopting the oral history approach, this action might promote the making of new
imagery narratives rooted in the territory. By means of participatory design, all participants
can act as co-researchers, and co-designers. We, as facilitators of this process, aim at
strengthening centers at the margins, by unlearning oppression and fostering autonomy.
Aging; oral history; participatory design; autonomy

1. Lagoinha_Heritage Design Development
We are in southeastern Brazil, in the city of Belo Horizonte. The Lagoinha Complex is a set of
neighborhoods located in the central region of our city. Due to the strategic geographical location, it
became a lodging point for travelers arriving in town. In the past, the area played an important role in
the economic and cultural development of the city, bringing together tailors, dressmakers, painters and
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-Share Alike 4.0
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artisans. It was also regarded as a historical bohemian site for its nightlife and musical performances,
notably samba. Alongside these cultural expressions, faith, and religious manifestations shaped its
cultural profile.
However, a series of transformations linked to road interventions undertaken in the region over decades
have reinforced, according to Moraes and Goulart (2002), "the interests of the expanding metropolis,
without seeking to mitigate the local social and economic impacts" (p. 55). At present, the region faces
serious problems such as the strong presence of crack users, insecurity, people living on the streets,
depredation of cultural heritage, and decline of local commerce.
Lack of effective public policies towards the Lagoinha Complex fuels this vicious cycle of degradation and
abandonment of the region. As a result, residents fail to develop an identity with this place and this fact
consequently undermines its history and memory. For this reason, in 2018, through the Social Design
Integrated Center of the Design School (CIDS/UEMG), we invited a group of female artisans to work with
us as co-researchers and co-designers in the project "Lagoinha_Heritage Design Development". We
started a series of meetings in which we worked on concepts such as memory, heritage, identity, and
contextualized and debated about their understanding of Participatory Design and Social Design.
In the first meetings, the feeling we identified in the group speeches was nostalgia and revolt due to the
lack of characterization of the neighborhood landscape caused by urban interventions. Most of the
region residents are elderly people who have experienced all these transformations, and see them as
responsible for the social problems. However, reports also emerged related to childhood and
adolescence in the area, to the time of youth, cultural practices, and religiosity that also demonstrated
the bond and the feeling of belonging.
Because it is a region rich in history and culture that lives with many social problems, a series of
government initiatives and academic projects have happened in Lagoinha. Therefore, the Lagoinha
community is familiar with participating in projects of various kinds that seek solutions to the multiple
challenges present there. In the case of the "Lagoinha_Heritage Design Development" project, we
proposed to carry out an affective inventory, based on personal assets to the detriment of legitimate,
made patrimony, or museum cultural assets by government bodies.
Then, we held a series of meetings, whose goals were to raise awareness and collect narratives,
according to the Human-Centered Design approach (IDEO, 2011), it corresponds to the listening stage.
We moved on to the creation stage, in which we came up with a burning question: "How can memory
and heritage be raw materials to transform the present and shape the future?". From that moment on,
we divided the group into four subgroups that discussed and proposed different actions: the production
of a short film, a newspaper, a calendar and a kit of postcards, all products designed with the purpose of
changing the stigma of the region, narrating what is still meaningful to the community.
They chose to develop a series of postcards. Then, we proceeded to the implementation stage. We knew
we would produce postcards, but we didn't recognize which images would compose the cards. We
debated about what we hoped to promote with postcards. Using yesterday images which no longer
exist, or current scenes showing a decadent and abandoned place, would we be able to mobilize
perceptions and help to change the stigma of the region? Or would we risk reinforcing it?
As we had focused on life narratives through images, objects and personal assets, we chose to work with
photographs and the photo-collage technique, thus representing both personal and territorial heritage
and history. Having made the decision in a collaborative way, we organized a workshop to produce these
photo-collages in which the participants created images that were applied to the postcards.
The autobiographical narratives that appeared in the collages revealed several meanings and
perceptions related to the neighborhood: some images expressed the abandonment of the built
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heritage, showing dilapidated historical buildings; others favored religiosity, including pictures of Catholic
devotion saints and manifestations of religions of Afro-Brazilian origin; some chose to include their
family photographs and images of the alleys of Lagoinha, others images of the group itself throughout
the project.
The postcards were then printed and distributed to the group to be sent by post, extending its reach,
producing critical and at the same time, positive narratives based on women’s perceptions. Distinct
images from those produced in the collective imagination and based only on the negative stigma of drug
use, danger, and marginality.

Figure 1. Photo collage of Marcia Araújo
Figure 2. Photo collage of Geracina Hilária da Silva

The process with this group of women was developed throughout 2018 and 2019. Nonetheless, we also
had the opportunity to hold a photo-collage workshop with a group of children and teenagers from the
region who attend the NGO Pedra Viva (Living Stone NGO), a non-profit association that works by
promoting educational and professional training actions addressed to families in socially vulnerable
situations that inhabit the region. We were able to perceive, through the collages created by this other
age group, the choice of images that reveal different perceptions of the neighborhood and its history,
more focused on the present and the future, youthful desires, and aspirations.
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Figure 3. Photo collage of Júlia Fróes de Abreu
Figure 4. Photo collage of Felipe Augusto dos Reis Costa

In both experiences, the autobiographical narratives were present, intertwined with the local stories,
revealing deep personal relationships with the territory and the importance of the social bonds built
there daily. We agree with the Brazilian humanist geographer Milton Santos when he states that the
The place is not merely a framework of life, but a lived space, that is, a space of an alwaysrenovated experience. At the same time, this renovation permits both the revaluation of
heritages and the questioning of present and future. The existence in that space exerts a
revelatory role in relation to the world. (Santos, 2017, p. 62)
We understand, from the experience with the women group in Lagoinha, most of them are craftswomen
who master several techniques using threads and needles, such as embroidery, knitting, crochet,
tapestry, among others. We found that this group of artisans also functions as a mutual support group in
facing daily challenges, especially the different forms of oppression and prejudices related to gender,
age, ethnicity, social class, and education level.

2. Like the Palm of My Hand: memories to redesign the city
Therefore, as a follow-up to the "Lagoinha_Heritage Design Development" project, in 2020, we have
prepared the outreach project "Like the Palm of My Hand: memories to redesign the city." We anticipate
weekly meetings with this 'embroidery community' to the project,' collecting life narratives from
generative themes defined by the group and materialized using artisanal embroidery techniques.
The work with photo-collages has broken some paradigms as we encouraged the inclusion of
photographs and personal narratives. The proposal was to create images that represent the
neighborhood in which they live, the houses, the alleys, their families, the conflicts, and other
autobiographical elements. This proposal came from the perception that, despite mastering many craft
techniques and executing them perfectly, the images that often appear in their handicrafts do not
represent local culture and identity. On the contrary, they generally contemplate neutral themes such as
floral motifs, or reproduce images like dolls with European features and other ready-made drawings
usually extracted from craft magazines. As Paulo Freire pointed out,
When the dominated classes reproduce the dominators' lifestyle, it is that the dominators
live ‘in’ the dominated. The dominated cannot repel dominators except by distancing
themselves from them. Only then can they recognize themselves as their antithesis (Freire,
1979, s / p).
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Besides the concern with the sale of these embroideries, applied to useful products such as pillows, tea
towels, tray liners, which guarantees these women a complement to the family income, we observed
subdued way of looking and producing images which, we believe, needs to be problematized.
Our work as Visual Arts professors allows us to assert that art education in our country is still strongly
influenced by European and North American aesthetics. In a broader context - and despite the significant
advances achieved in the last decades by engaged art educators - the teaching and learning of Art in
Brazilian Schools still prioritizes foreign artistic production. As an aggravating factor, we are influenced
by the North American pop culture: our thoughts, perspectives and course of actions within primary
school contexts are still colonized and colonizing.
Furthermore, why do we consider it essential to set in motion a pedagogy committed to the
decolonization of thought and ways of making and producing images in the fields of participatory Art and
Design with communities? With Arturo Escobar, we corroborate that
Each design activity must begin with the premise that every person or group is a practitioner
of their knowledge and, from there, examine how people understand their reality. This
ethical and political principle is at the base of autonomy and autonomous Design
(conventional planning, on the contrary, is based on making people practice the knowledge
of others, the "experts"). (Escobar, 2016, p. 210)
However, when we were about to implement the project, social isolation was decreed due to the COVID19 pandemic. We were paralyzed, trying to understand the reality that was abruptly imposed on all of us
and adapt to new behaviors and care, to avoid contamination by Sars-CoV-2. Moreover, besides this, we
were faced with lack of reliable information, the inconsistency and ineffectiveness of governmental
actions to face the pandemic, cases of diversion of resources destined to fight the spread of the disease
and political disputes that would only potentially worsen the situation of the pandemic in our country.
Furthermore, there are always the most vulnerable groups... As Santos states,
Any quarantine is always discriminatory, more difficult for some social groups than for
others (...) They are the groups that have a particular vulnerability in common that precedes
the quarantine and worsens with it. Such groups make up what I call the South. (...) the
South does not designate a geographical space. It identifies political, social, and cultural
space-time. It is a metaphor for unjust human suffering caused by capitalist exploitation,
racial, and sexual discrimination. (Santos, 2020, s / p.)
The situation is even more complicated for women, and even more so for the elderly, the leading risk
group. When we kept away from women, we made some phone calls to find out how they were feeling
and facing the situation. In these contacts, we were able to ascertain that many were facing problems of
different natures in their home environments and that they missed the coexistence promoted in gym
classes, craft workshops, and cultural activities that they were used to attending. They also declared that
they miss leaving home, seeing people, walking and feeling the street movement.
The neighborhood is a part of the city where the elderly are better accepted, where they feel safe and
meet people they know, a place where they weave meaningful social relationships to maintain life. In
Brazil, elderly people already have their sociability spaces limited by issues such as mobility difficulties,
fear of violence, and the risk of falls. A disrespectful treatment that they sometimes receive for age
prejudices. With social isolation due to the COVID-19 pandemic, even the living spaces woven in the
vicinity are prohibited. Nonetheless, as Escobar points out,
the basic system of relationships has to be maintained by the community to preserve its
autopoiesis, that is, its capacity for self-creation. Autonomy is the name given to this process
(Escobar, 2006, p. 208).
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Therefore, we decided to start the project "Like the Palm of My Hand: memories to redesign the city"
remotely. Through the Web for Life Institutional Program, with the support of the State University of
Minas Gerais, we adapted the project actions and started the interviews by phone and individually.
Many of the participants do not have cell phones with an internet connection or are not even familiar
with technology. We created a tool kit with the necessary materials for the production of the embroidery
that we send to the participants and that include some mediation material such as generative questions,
images and poetic instigations in order to foster reflection about personal trajectories, such as life in
social isolation, the challenges faced in the present, and the yearnings and anxieties generated by
unpredictability concerning the future.
This toolkit, which also includes protection and self-care and well-being promoting items, was specially
designed for this small group as an invitation to craft as a way of recording personal narratives linked to
the territory. The embroideries will possibly show multiple territorialities: both those already rooted in
the neighborhood and expressed concretely, as well as those that emerge in the form of emotions and
feelings such as missing life outdoors and walking freely on the streets among other memories and
subjectivities that will be activated and that they can materialize through crafts.
As a way to stimulate the production of authentic images instead of using ready-made models, we chose
to work with personal photographs selected by the participants to be embroidered, revealing feelings,
emotions, relationships, traumas, desires. The process from the choice of the image itself, to the option
of what to highlight in that image, revealing something that is already there or creating something new.
We agree with Escobar when he says that
What the community designs is, in the first instance, a system of research or learning about
itself. As designers, we can become 'co-researchers' with the community, but it is the
community that investigates its reality in the co-design process (Escobar, 2016 p. 210).
These embroidered photographs begin to show more authentic aesthetics, individual identities from the
Lagoinha Complex.
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Figures 5, 6, 7 e 8. Embroidered photographs of Neide Araújo e Maria Goretti André Oliveira.

The project "Like the Palm of My Hand: memories to redesign the city" is just beginning, but it already
demonstrates its potential in creating a network of women in the creation of symbolic cartography that,
from the personal geographies expressed in the body, in the wrinkles, bulging veins, senile marks,
calluses, scars, and hand lines, be able to question the present, claim conditions for well-being and
redraw, with communal memories, the human and affective geography of the neighborhood and the
city.
The project “Like the Palm of My Hand: memories to redesign the city” was approved of and is financed
by the Extension Support Program of the State University of Minas Gerais (PAEx / UEMG) and is also linked
to the Web for Life Institutional Program: Support actions to face COVID-19. The Program Web for Life
(Trama pela Vida) aims to encompass, integrate and support actions to coping with the COVID-19
pandemic built through outreach actions that encourage health care, promote social distancing, articulate
means of protection for citizens and all ways of dealing with the pandemic.
Community members who participated in the projects as co-authors, co-researchers and co- designers:
Adélia Mendes; Ana Beatriz Mendes Ruas; Ana Tereza Minchilo; Arthur Reis Corrêa; Beatriz de Assis; Edir
Machado; Elisabete Azevedo Czarnobai; Ephigênia dos Santos; Eva Ribeiro da Silva; Felipe Augusto dos
Reis Costa; Geracina Hilária da Silva; Gustavo Oliveira Valadão; Helena Aquino Lima Pinheiro; Irene dos
Santos; Jamir Valverdes Pinto; João Pedro Oliveira de Melo; Josué Pedro Gonçalves Cassiano; Júlia Borges
de Souza; Júlia Fróes de Abreu; Kiara Kathlen; Aparecida de Jesus Maciel; Ludmilla das Mercês Figueiredo;
Luiz Gustavo Dias Cordeiro; Márcia Araújo; Maria Antonieta Alves dos Santos; Maria Bernadete Santeiro
Inocencio; Maria da Conceição Augusto; Maria das Graças Ferraz; Maria de Lourdes L. Souza; Maria Enilda
Garbocci Ferreira; Maria Gabriela das Dores de Jesus; Maria Goretti André Oliveira; Maria Laura Oliveira;
Maria Ramos; Marlene Terezinha Feliciano; Maurício Yeferson Rivas; Nádia Mansur; Neide dos Reis Araújo;
Raí Chagas Carvalho; Rodrigo dos Santos Cesário; Teófila Salles; Terezinha de Jesus; Wander Leonardo de
Paula Santos and Yorran Nicolas Alves de Jesus Maciel.

258

References
Escobar, A. (2019). Autonomía y diseño: la realización de lo comunal. [Autonomy and design: the realization of the
communal.] Editorial Universidad del Cauca.
Freire, P. (1979). Conscientização: teoria e prática da libertação. Uma introdução ao pensamento de Paulo Freire.
[Awareness: theory and practice of liberation. An introduction to Paulo Freire's thinking]. Cortez & Moraes.
IDEO (Firm), & Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. (2011). Human centered design toolkit. IDEO.
Moraes, F. B.; Goulart, M. G. (2002) As dinâmicas da reabilitação urbana: impactos do Projeto Lagoinha. [The
dynamics of urban rehabilitation: impacts of the Lagoinha Project] In: Cadernos de Arquitetura e Urbanismo. v.
9, n. 10. Belo Horizonte: Editora PUC Minas, 2002. p. 51-71.
Santos, B. (2020). A cruel pedagogia do vírus. [The cruel pedagogy of the virus] Editorial.
Santos, M. (2017). Toward another globalization: from the single thought to universal conscience (Vol. 12). Springer.
About the Authors:
Andréia De Bernardi, a 47-year-old white woman, Brazilian, art educator, Ph. D. candidate in
Design and professor in Visual Arts at the Design School of the State University of Minas Gerais
(UEMG). I also work as a researcher at the Social Design Integrated Center, carrying out research
and outreach projects. I like working with themes related to memory and cultural heritage. My
current research interests are aging, alternative mapping, design & memory, and well-being. I am
currently building symbolic cartographies with elderly women from Lagoinha Complex, with the
purpose of showing otherwise their life narratives, subjectivities, desires and aspirations. I
believe that working with memory has great transformative potential in the sense of expanding
autonomy and self-determination. I am an unconditional fan of Paulo Freire, one of the
educators most sensitive to how people's cultural backgrounds, their own aesthetic, and life
experiences can be the raw material for emancipation. Through my actions I expect to contribute
so that the communities involved in art and design socially engaged projects can become more
critical and make conscious and responsible choices for the common well-being considering the
Earth needs as well.
Edson José Carpintero Rezende. I am 54 years old and despite coming from an exclusive training
in the Health area, which goes through undergraduate, master, doctorate and postdoctoral
degrees, I have been working as professor at the Design School of the State University of Minas
Gerais since 2009. It has been a very interesting and enriching challenge, mainly because I have
the opportunity to work in lines of research that involve Social Design, Participatory Design,
Design in interface with Health and Design & Aging, among others. The possibility of working and
offering possible solutions for people in situations of social vulnerability fascinates me. This is my
great driver in the academic area, because the perspectives that I seek to reach with my students
and advisors go through the search for well-being, quality of life, income generation and respect
for cultures and standards different from mine. It is also important to note that horizontal
interaction with the community, based on mutual respect and dialogue, expands experiences and
exchanges of knowledge that can be registered and preserved, in addition to creating new real
learning possibilities.
Juliana Rocha Franco. I work as a professor at the State University of Minas Gerais (UEMG) in the
Design School's graduate and undergraduate programs. As Professor of Design's School, I am
fortunate to focus my academic passions: research and teach; I am also a very interdisciplinary
researcher and ever-learning person. My research concerns center around the intersection of
Semiotics, Design, and Communication Studies. In front of our current way of life that makes us
ecologically and socially unsustainable, I aim to consolidate the idea of a critical approach to
Design. That involves questioning its methods and production processes that have made Design
as part of our sustainability problem. It is to think about how can Design contributes to the
emergence of more resonant and less reified forms of life. In this way, my research focuses on
two principal axes: the first, the Design for Public Communication. Especially Design against fake
news and also about how Design can help to share and curate information for Communities and
strategies to Science communication. And the Design for participation: analyzing and proposing
tools and environments for democracy, solidarity, equity, and mutual support of citizens.

259

